Characterization of HIV-specific proliferative T cell responses in HIV-infected persons.
Virus-specific helper T cell responses are thought to be an important host defense in HIV infection. The proliferative responses to HIV p24, p55, and gp120 were tested in a cohort of 27 HIV-infected subjects. Vigorous proliferative responses directed at the Gag protein with stimulation indices in excess of 6 were detected in 10 of the individuals tested but an Env-specific response was present in only 1 subject. Viral load and proliferative activity to Gag were inversely correlated in untreated individuals. Proliferation was also observed in some individuals treated in the chronic phase of infection, and responses were maintained over time in the absence of detectable viremia. Positive proliferative responses could also occasionally be detected in treated persons with CD4(+) cell counts below 200/microl. Thus, vigorous Gag-specific proliferative responses are present in a minority of HIV-infected individuals and can be detected in individuals receiving highly active antiretroviral therapy at advanced disease stages. Proliferative responses are maintained for an extended time period in the presence of antiviral therapy.